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Examination of Performance Dilemma 


Practicing Management Consultant and Executive Coach 


Context 


In modern times, organizations must keep improving their 
performance, for only then they can sustain their 
competitive positions. Bryan Joiner in his book, “Fourth 
Generation Management” suggested that faster an 
organization learns, faster it improves. Quality of 
employees' performance is considered at the center of 
organizational learning and development. 


In the words of Prophet Muhammad [pbuh], “If a person's 
today is no better than his yesterday then he is surely 
doomed”. Organizations often complain about employees’ 
performance problems across the echelons: In the words of 
a senior bureaucrat, “Nearly 70% employees in any 
organization produce routine or below average results.” As 
we search the literature, we also find similar conclusion 
made by Jack Welch in his famous Bell Curve theory, 
although the theory itself faced huge criticism across the 
academics and industry alike. Here we are not contesting 
the statement but shall attempt to analyze the underlying 
factors for the problem, if it exists at all, followed by 
proposing a few interventions. 


Analysis 


Our hypothesis is where the employees fail to perform, the 
responsibility is on both sides i.e. employees and 
organizations. On the employees' side, it is lack of their 
capacities ability to perform, and motivation — willingness 
to perform. On the organization side it is the inadequacy of 
internal environment — leadership or management, work 
design and culture. The schematic diagram given below 
elaborates this hypothesis. 


It is apparent that core issues facing an organization in the 
context of employees' low performance include employees' 
overall capacity, motivation and the internal environment. 
Although the issues are intertwined however, for 
developing clarity let us analyze each issue rather 
independently. 


The term capacity of the employees refers to their 
potentials to continually bring improvement in their 
performance. This in turn depends on their learnability i.e. 
to be able to learn and change. However, either the 
employees are incapacitated to learn or face attitude inertia 
— prefer to stay in their comfort zone. 


Mis-match of aptitude and job can be one major factor 
inhibiting learning. Other factors may include, their 
inherent learning deficiencies, lack of learning 
opportunities at work and last but not the least why should 
an employee learn when he finds his career secure and 
growing without it. It is often observed that restricted 
autonomy on the job, excessively broken tasks and 
mechanistic work cultures inhibit learning. 


Motivation is critical for any employee to perform. As 
against generalized understanding that employees are not 
motivated, if they were not motivated, they would not have 
been continuing their employment. The problem with 
employee motivation is that it has been introverted. They 
seek personal gains independent of their performance. This 
situation is further complicated as their intrinsic motivation 
is effectively eclipsed by extrinsic motivation. That is to say, 
now a days, employees look for external rewards such as 
pay raise, fringe benefits and promotion but show least 
interest in self-actualization, joy of accomplishment, urge to 
improve, etc. even sadly 
organizations seem to succumb 
to it and build focus of their 
reinforcement practices 
towards extrinsic factors alone. 
This is evident from the fact 
that employees hardly bring 
passion and excitement into 
their work environment, 
instead they perform on their 
jobs more out of compulsion 
and as duty. They join, stay and 
leave for money alone. 
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Articles Section 


A research published in the Business Harvard Review 
concluded that money though considered prime 
motivator generally, in effect has been instrumental in 
displacing the locus of motivation from intrinsic to 
extrinsic factors. Last but not the least, employees often 
fail to see light at the end of the tunnel in their careers, 
which inhibits their effective motivation. 


Environment is a composite factor, which primarily 
comprises of Leadership and management; work design and 
culture besides a host of other variables. It is evident that 
managers do very little to inspire and encourage employees 
to learn and improve. Instead they naively rely on stick and 
carrot the easier way to make employees perform but often 
fail. There was a CEO, his most urgent task was to build a 
sustainable team of highly technical professionals. 
Somehow, he suffered maximum turn over in his team. 
Instead of doing an introspection of his own weaknesses, he 
always advocated for stick and carrot approach. He used to 
give unjustified pay raises and even got the employees 
signed employment bonds yet he failed to engage and 
retain the employees. One could see, he was building 
personal loyalties rather than developing committed 
professionals. It is difficult to say if he was a weak leader or 
doing all this purposely, whatever was the case, he was 
unable to inspire and justify his job of organization 
development in the letter and spirit. 


Within the ambit of environment is the work design. In 
typical administrative organizations tall hierarchies prevail. 
A couple of problems can be cited in such structures that 
affect employees' performance. First is the hierarchy 
syndrome. In short, long hierarchies generally have multiple 
supervisors over a single worker. Suppose senior manager 
assigns a task to the manager. However, complex and 
technical the task may be the manager shall further assign 
the task to his subordinate. Such delegation continues until 
the task is assigned to the most junior person. It is evident 
that irrespective of the nature of the task it is always done by 
the most junior person, while several persons in the scalar 
chain only delegate the task. How quality performance can 
be expected what to talk about productivity optimization 
across the echelons when they are acting as post office. 


Another problem with the administrative work structures is 
that positions are assigned on sheer stature of the 
individual, not necessarily he or she has or capacity to work 
on that position. Once | was participating in an interview 
panel. The panel was interviewing candidates for a middle 
management position. As usual, candidates with a certain 
stature were short listed. Consequent upon interviewing 
the whole lot of candidates, none was found having any 
previous work experience at the position. | suggested to 
initially induct the best candidate amongst the lot at one 
step below so he can gain some experience then he can be 
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lead strategically 


considered for assigning higher responsibility. Strangely my 
idea was turned down and the best candidate was inducted 
directly at the senior position with all the ifs and buts if he 
can perform. | was given the justification that since the 
person belongs to such and such rank, we can hire him at 
this senior position. In other words, because the person had 
arequired rank it was enough qualification to perform. 


Once | was auditing the performance culture of a Govt. 
organization. In discussion with the Head of the that 
organization with respect to his or her specific role, he 
blatantly explained that whatever the staff was doing is his 
responsibility and they are doing it on his behalf. Meaning 
he is not doing anything, yet doing everything. It was clear 
that the Head of the organization simply delegates his job to 
his juniors, yet it remains his job and so is the performance. 
Then who does the management, which is different from 
overseeing that the job so delegated is done. The unspoken 
response was that no one does the management per se. 


| have basis to conclude that generalized performance 
dilemma of the employees can be traced backwards to the 
factors discussed above. In other words, the problem 
description above provides evidence for targeted 
interventions for optimal redressal of the dilemma. 
Interventions are discussed in the following text. 


Conclusion 


How elaborate is the problem analysis shall determine how 
effectively it can be addressed? The subject problem 
presents multiple contributing factors, such as; capacity, 
motivation and the internal environment. Furthermore, we 
find that the effects of contributing variables are abstract 
i.e. to say, the influences of individual variables are non- 
separable. Each variable besides affecting the problem 
directly, influences other variables which makes the cause- 
effect relationship rather complex and abstract. 


Having said, a four-pronged intervention strategy is 
recommended to address the employees’ performance 
dilemma... 


e §=6Shift in hiring policy from competency based to 
learnability and intrinsic motivation 


e Capacity building through learning & experimentation 
e = Inculcating strategic perspective 
e —_ Harnessing intrinsic motivation 


¢ Empowering work design 


About the Author: The writer holds a professional qualification in 
Banking and Finance. He is a practicing Human Resources and 
Organization Development Professional having more than three 
decades of hands-on experience in his field. He has authored books 
and publishes extensively. 
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